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The onset and aftermath of the Great Recession have been accompanied by an historic cyclical decline in the labor force participation rate, which subsequently has remained persistently low. We provide a new perspective on these recent movements in labor force participation using a generalization of the flow-decompositions of labor market stocks in Elsby, Hobijn and Şahin (2013) and Elsby, Hobijn and Şahin (2015) .
The results paint a picture of contrasts between the proximate flow origins of cyclical and secular variation in the participation rate.
At cyclical frequencies, the results challenge a natural hypothesis that the procyclicality of the participation rate has its origins in discouraged workers leaving the labor force during recessions, and (re-)entering the labor force as labor market conditions improve. Labor force exits are in fact strongly procyclical, systematically working against declines in the participation rate in recessions, while labor force entry is comparatively acyclical. Our flow decomposition instead suggests that the majority of the procyclicality of the labor force participation rate is accounted for by churn within the labor force-that is, flows between unemployment and employment.
At secular frequencies, however, the processes of labor force entry and exit loom much larger. Among men, two-thirds of the substantial trend decline in male labor force participation can be traced to rising rates of labor force exit, with the remaining third accounted for by trend declines in labor force entry. Among women, while declines in rates of labor force exit dominate the trend rise in female participation during the 1990s, the trend decline since the Great Recession has instead been dominated by declines in female labor force entry.
I. A new flow decomposition
Define the vector of labor force states,
where e t is the employment to population ratio (EPOP) and u t is the unemployment to population ratio (UPOP). The remaining fraction of the population, n t = 1 − e t − u t , is thus not in the labor force, and the labor force participation rate (LFPR) is given by lf pr t = e t + u t .
Let p i,j,t denote the probability of transitioning from state i to state j. Then we can write ∆s t = d t + P t s t−1 , where d t = p n,e,t p n,u,t and the four elements of P t are given by
For fixed transition probabilities, the state vector s t converges to the flow-steady-state
In the (online) appendix we show how these equations can be used to obtain an additive decomposition of changes in s t into parts associated with transitional dynamics, and changes in transition probabilities,
Because lf pr t = ι s t , where ι is a column vector of ones, this in turn can be used to derive an additive decomposition of the labor force participation rate.
A key implication of this decomposition is that movements in the LFPR are determined both by the flow transition probabilities in P t , and the distribution of workers in s t , across all three labor force states, not just those between in and out of the labor force. Thus, for example, past and current flows between u t and e t play a role in shaping labor force participation dynamics. Our decomposition provides a separate additive measure of each of these forces. Figure 1a plots the recent evolution of the LFPR and its subcomponents, the EPOP We implement the decomposition in (7) for the period from January 1990 to November 2018. To illustrate our results clearly, we distil gross worker flows into three categories: those capturing labor force exit (p e,n and p u,n ), labor force entry (p n,e and p n,u ) and within-labor-force churn (p u,e and p e,u ).
II. Data
We calculate the contribution of each of We begin by focusing on cyclical patterns.
As we have noted, a natural hypothesis for the recessionary declines in participation in Figure 1b is that they are associated with 1 To ensure the transition probabilities are consistent with the evolution of labor force stocks, we apply a "margin error" adjustment using the method described in Elsby, Hobijn and Şahin (2015) . In particular, our decomposition shows that the within-labor market churn that captures the effect of improvements in labor market conditions is very close to zero both for men and women. Given that the unemployment rate is at 3.7% in November 2018, when we write this paper, there is lit- 
